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W here W ords F all Short
L im ita tio n s  o f L a n g u a g e  in J i l l  H a llo w s ' E v e
E d w a rd  C ro ft
In  h is  in t r o d u c t io n  to  C h a r le s  W illiam s’ A ll 
Hallow’s  E v e . T .S. Eliot rem ark s th a t no form  (or 
w ritin g ) cou ld  h a v e  b een  s a t is fa c to r y  fo r  w h at Williams 
w anted  to  sa y . What Williams w anted  to  sa y  w as  
" som eth ing im aginative,"  c o n cern ed , a t le a s t  in  la rg e  
p a rt, "not w ith  th e  E vil o f co n v en tio n a l m orality  and  
th e  o rd in a ry  m a n ifesta tio n s b y  w hich  w e r e c o g n iz e  it , 
b u t w ith  th e  e s s e n c e  o f E vil..."  a n d , eq u a lly , w ith  th e  
e s s e n c e  o f Good. In th is  book, th e  w r ite r ’s a p p r e h e n ­
sion  o f  w hat h e a ttem p ts to  r en d er  is  roo ted  in  a 
realm  o f  ex p e r ie n c e  in a c c e s s ib le  to  co n v en tio n a l p e r ­
cep tio n . L an gu age w hich  can  c o n v e y  id e a s  and  im p res­
s io n s  p o s ite d  in  th e  w orld  o f co n v en tio n a l e x p er ie n c e  
is , h o w ev er , lim ited  in  i t s  a b il ity  to  r en d er  d ir e c t ly  
p e r c e p tio n s  w h ich  e ith e r  tr a n sc e n d  or a n te c e d e  th is  
realm  o f ex p er ie n c e .
The su b je c t  o f  E vil is  a common en o u g h  them e in  
l ite r a tu r e , and i s  r e la t iv e ly  e a sy  to s u g g e s t  in  co n ­
v en tio n a l w a y s , b u t r e n d e r in g  w hat is  b e liev ed  to  be 
th e  e s s e n c e  o f  E vil is  a n o th er  m atter. In  20th  c e n tu r y  
lite r a tu r e , a u th o rs  h a v e  s tr u g g le d  w ith  a p p ro a ch es  
w hich  attem p t to  s u g g e s t  th ro u g h  c o n c r e te  illu s tra tio n  
th e  n a tu r e  o f  t h i s  s u b j e c t .  For ex a m p le , Graham  
G reen e’s  P in k y , in  B righ ton  R ock, is  p o r tra y ed  a s  an  
em bodim ent o f  a d isp o s it io n  tow ard s e v il  — y e t  h is  
e v il  is  o n ly  s u g g e s te d  b y  th e  n a tu re  o f h is  a c ts . We 
a re  n ot g iv e n  a v iew  o f  th e  co re  o f  h is  e v il — th e  
w riter  h as n ot fou n d  a w ay. C onrad, in  H eart o f  D ark­
n e s s . u s e s  an  e la b o ra te  s tr u c tu r e  o f m etap h ors to  
g ra p p le  w ith  th e  prob lem , and a lth o u g h  th e  d ep th  o f  
h is  c h a ra c ter iza tio n  o f  K urtz is  s ta r t lin g , and  th e  
m otifs w hich  re la te  to  him are  e f f e c t iv e  a t m any le v ­
e ls , w e a re  n e v e r  p r iv ile g e d  to  se e  d ir e c t ly  w ith  
K u rtz’s  e y e s  w h en  he u t t e r s  h is  f in a l w ords: "The 
horror."  Williams a ttem p ts  to  b y p a ss  th e  su g g e s t io n  o f  
e v il th ro u g h  c o n c r e te  m etaphor and th e  lim ita tion s  
im plied b y  th is  ap p roach  — he s e e s  E vil a s  a fo r c e  
n o t co n fin ed  to  th e  w orld  o f  c o n c r e te , f in ite  e x p e r i­
en ce . T he w r iter , in  th is  c a se , s t r u g g le s  to  c o n v e y  
d ir e c t ly  h is  ex p e r ie n c e  o f  w h at E vil is  —  and so , he 
d o es  n o t c o n fin e  h im self to  th e  ta n g ib le  e f f e c t s  o f  
E vil. B ut h e is  b u rd en ed  w ith  a m eans o f  d is c o u r se  
i l l-e q u ip p e d  fo r  th e  ta sk . P e r v e r s e ly , he is  co n fin ed  
to  la n g u a g e  w h ich , in  f ic t io n , is  m ost e f f e c t iv e  in  i t s  
d e s c r ip t iv e  p o w ers w h en  it  c o n v e y s  c o n c r e te  p h e ­
nom ena. Y et, in  o rd er  to  dea l d ir e c t ly  w ith  h is  su b ­
je c t ,  Williams is  fo rced  e ith e r  to  u s e  more a b s tr a c t  
d e sc r ip tio n  and h a v e  fa ith  in  th e  rea d er  to  h ear  a 
r e sp o n s iv e  ch o rd  s tr u c k  d eep  in  th e  w ell o f  h is  own  
e x p e r ie n c e ,  or  to  u s e  c o n c r e t e  i l lu s t r a t io n  in  an  
u n co n v en tio n a l w ay: th r o u g h  th e  u s e  o f  c o n tr a r ie s , or  
th r o u g h  su r r e a lis t ic  arra n g em en t o f  o b je c ts .
In so fa r  a s  c o n c r e te  il lu s tr a tio n  is  u se d , r e p r e ­
se n ta tio n  o f  o b je c t s  is  se c o n d a r y , fo r  th e  a u th o r ’s  
p u r p o se s , to  th e  su g g e s t io n  o f mood or  e x p er ie n c e  
w h ich  tr a n s c e n d s  th e  s tr u c tu r e  of th e  co n v en tio n a l, 
p h y s ic a l w orld . H ence, in  th e  o p en in g  sc e n e , w h ere  
th e  w r iter  a ttem p ts to c o n v e y  L e s te r ’s  c o n sc io u sn e s s  
a fte r  d eath  (and h er  e x p e r ie n c in g  o f th is  c o n sc io u s ­
n e s s ) ,  w e read  o f  s t r e e t  lam ps and c ity  l ig h ts  (con ­
c r e te  p henom ena), b u t th e  en v iron m en t is  u n c o n v e n ­
tion a l, su r r e a lis t ic , b eca u se  a ll th e  s h u t te r s  and  b lin d s  
to th e  w indow s in  th e  b u ild in g s  are  m iss in g . While it  
is  p o s s ib le  in  th e  ta n g ib le  realm  o f  ex p e r ie n c e  for
c u r ta in s  and  s h u t te r s  to  b e rem oved  from  a ll th e  w in­
d ow s o f b u ild in g s , it  is  n o t, r e a lis t ic a lly , p rob ab le . 
T his u n lik e ly  a rra n g em en t o f  c o n c r e te  p henom ena —  a 
su r r e a lis t ic  a rra n g em en t —  is  a s  it  s ta n d s  a s ig n if ie r ,  
b u t n o t a r e p r e se n ta t io n , o f  an  en v iro n m en t w h ich  is  
paranorm al. S tr u g g lin g  to  c o n v e y  more o f th e  n a tu re  
o f L e s te r ’s  ex p e r ie n c e  im m ediately  a fte r  d ea th , Williams 
m oves to  more a b s tr a c t  la n g u a g e . H ence, w e read:
T h ose l ig h ts  w ere  th e  p eace ., I t  w as tr u e  
th a t  form al p ea ce  w as n o t y e t  in  b e in g ; a ll 
th a t  had h a p p en ed  w as th a t f ig h t in g  had  
c e a se d . The enem y, a s  en em y, no lo n g e r  
e x is te d  and  o n e  m ore c r is is  o f  a g o n y  w as  
d o n e ....
... S om eth in g  w as e n d e d ... .  (p . 1 [New  
York: F arrar, S tr a u s  and  Giroux])
A d v erb s  s t r u g g le ,  too , to  c o n v e y  th e  s e n s a t io n s  
o f th e  dead  woman: "She b eg a n  to  c r y  —  u n u su a lly ,  
h e lp le s s ly ,  s tu p id ly ."  B ut th e  em otional im pact o f  
L e s te r ’s  r e a liz in g  h er  ow n d ea th  is  s u g g e s te d  n ot 
th ro u g h  c o n c r e te  m a n ife sta tio n s  o f  em otion s, sa y , in  
th e  form  o f  d ia lo g u e  or m ovem ent, b u t th r o u g h  th e  
r e n d e r in g  o f  situ a tio n :
He had gone; a ll w as s i le n t . S h e  ch ok ed  
on  h is  name; it  d id  n o t r e c a ll him. He had  
v a n is h e d ... .
He m ust b e dead; how  e ls e  cou ld  h e be  
gon e?  ... Dead; sep a ra te ; fo r e v e r  se p a r a te . It 
did n o t, in  th a t sep a ra tio n , m uch m atter w ho  
w as dead . I f  it  had b een  sh e  —
S he. On th e  in s ta n t  sh e  knew  it . (p . 6)
A gain and a g a in , h o w ev er , th e  paranorm al n a tu re  
o f th e  e x p e r ie n c e - to -b e -c o n v e y e d  fo r c e s  th e  w r iter  
tow ard  th e  a b s tr a c t . F r e q u e n tly , h e nam es th e  emo­
tio n s  ex p er ie n c ed  by  th e  c h a r a c te r s  (e .g .,  "It w as a 
p u r e  and p e r fe c t  en joym ent"  [p . 167]) in s te a d  o f s u g ­
g e s t in g  th e  em otions th r o u g h  d ep ic tio n  o f  th e  ch a ra c­
t e r ’s  b eh a v io r , or  th r o u g h  som e o th e r  d e v ic e  w hich  
"show s" in s te a d  o f  " tells."  G en era lly , w r ite r s  a re  
e n co u ra g ed  to  p r e fe r  sh o w in g  o v e r  te llin g  in  n a rra tiv e  
w ritin g , y e t , for  Williams, th e  su b je c t  o f  h is  w ork  
o ften  p r e c lu d e s  th is .
Iro n ica lly , for  th e  n o v e l, w ord s h a v e  an  alm ost 
ta n g ib le  q u a lity , and  a c o n c r e te  pow er in  th e  w orld  o f  
th e  paranorm al:
Sh e excla im ed , w ith  th e  f e r v e n t  h a b it o f  
h er  m ortality: "Hell!"
The w ord  ran  from  h er  in  a ll d ir e c t io n s ,  
a s  i f  a d o z e n  sm all a n im a ls  had  b e e n  
r e le a se d  and  g o n e  r a c in g  a w a y .... (p . 94).
C o n v e r s e ly ,  in  t h i s  p u r g a to r ia l  o th e r - w o r ld ,  
w a sted  w o rd s —  b a b b lin g  —  becom e a torm en t. Note 
th a t L ester  m oves aw ay from  E v e ly n , in  p a r t a t  le a s t ,  
b eca u se  o f  th e  ir r ita tio n  cr e a te d  b y  E v e ly n ’s  p r a t­
t l in g . C ontinued  on  p a g e  21
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I t  i s  C o ffe e -r o o m , v iew ed  from  th e  i n s i d e  
th ro u g h  a  g l a s s  d o o r , a s  i t  was s e e n  by 
D ic k e n s  on a  dark London d ay; and i t  was u sed  
by C h e s te r to n  t o  d e n o te  t h e  q u e e r n e s s  o f  
t h in g s  t h a t  ha v e  becom e t r i t e ,  when th e y  a r e  
se e n  .su d d e n ly  from  a new a n g l e .  [1 1 ]
In  o th e r  w o rd s , when t h e  mundane w o r ld  i s  c lo t h e d  w ith  
myth o r  f a n t a s y ,  we a r e  p e r m itte d  a  new , f r e s h  v i s i o n  
o f  t h a t  w o r ld  and a r e  a b le  t o  s e e  i n  o r d in a r y  t h in g s  
t h e  q u a l i t i e s  o f  t h e  m a r v e llo u s  and t h e  w o n d e r fu l.  When 
T o lk ie n  g i v e s  u s a  p i c t u r e  o f  th e  w a y fa r in g  C h r is t ia n  
s e t  i n  t h e  f a n t a s t i c a l  w o r ld  o f  M id d le  - e a r t h ,  we s e e  
t h a t  i t  i s  an im age o f  o u r s e lv e s  a n d  our own w o r ld  t h a t  
h e  I s  h o ld in g  up t o  u s .  He show s u s ou r  f a l l e n  s e l v e s  
and t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  e v i l  i n  th e  w o r ld  a b o u t u s ,  and 
show s u s  how s t r e n g t h ,  c o m fo r t  and f i n a l l y  freedom  
m ig h t be fo u n d .
Thus S a u ro n , t h e  e v i l  o n e , m ust be th e  f o c u s  o f  
T o lk ie n 's  t i t l e :  th o u g h  h e  d o e s  n o t  ap p ea r  i n  t h e  t e x t  
a s  an in t e g r a t e d  p e r s o n a , he a p p ea r s  th r o u g h o u t i n  th e  
a tm o sp h ere  o f  d ou b t and d i s s o l u t i o n  and i n  e v e r y  a c t  o f  
s e l f - a g g r a n d is e m e n t  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  p e r fo rm . T h ere  i s  
v e r y  c l e a r l y  a  s e n s e  i n  w h ich  a l l  a r e  Sauron u n t i l  th e  
R in g 's  power i s  f i n a l l y  b ro k en ; t h a t  f o r  e a c h  o f  us  
t h e r e  i s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  ou r  s t a r  m ig h t f a l l ,  a s  
d id  t h a t  o f  t h e  le g e n d a r y  e lv e n  k in g  G i lg a la d ,  " in t o  
Mordor w here t h e  shadow s a r e "  ( I :  p .  1 8 3 ) .  T h ere  i s  no 
g u a r a n te e  t h a t  t h e  su c c o u r  o f  t h e  ch u rch  o r  o th e r  
d iv in e  a g e n c ie s  w i l l  k eep  u s  from  M t. Doom. U l t im a t e ly  
th e  v i c t o r y  m ust be an i n d iv id u a l  o n e ,  th e  c o n q u er in g  
o f  th e  e v i l  " s e l f "  w i t h i n .
T o l k i e n 's  p r o t e s t s  n o t w it h s t a n d in g ,  t h e n ,  I  
b e l i e v e  t h a t  The Lord o f  t h e  R in g s  i s  a  work o f  
C h r is t ia n  a p o l o g e t i c ,  w h ich  i f  r ea d  a l l e g o r i c a l l y  can  
le a d  u s  t o  r e c o g n i t io n  o f  th e  F rodo and t h e  G ollum  
w it h in  o u r s e l v e s ,  and a  g l im p s e  o f  a  fo r b id d e n  R ing  
c lu t c h e d  i n  ou r  h a n d s . I t  l e a d s  u s  beyond t h a t  t o o ,  t o  
t h e  v i c t o r y  o f  s e l f - s u r r e n d e r  t h a t  t a k e s  u s  t o  t h e  H igh  
S ea  and on i n t o  t h e  W est, th o u g h  f o r  t h e  moment we may 
s ta n d  on M t. Doom.
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W here W ords F all S h o rt, co n tin u ed  from  p a g e  18
T he ch a r a c te r  in  w h ich  E vil i s  c e n te r e d  —  .Simon 
— m akes u s e  o f la n g u a g e  to  e x e r c is e  th e  pow er o f  th e  
e v il he p o s s e s s e s ,  and  w h ich  in  tu rn  p o s s e s s e s  him: 
"He knew  so u n d s  and th e  ro o ts  o f  so u n d s , alm ost th e  
b e g in n in g s  o f so u n d s; th e  v ib r a t io n s  th a t o v e r th r e w  
and  th e  v ib r a t io n s  th a t b u ilt  u p .” T h rou gh  h is  m as­
te r y  o f  so u n d - in - la n g u a g e , Sim on m akes th e  "Relax­
a tion s"  a le th a l m eans o f  co n tro llin g  o th e r s . T he s in ­
g u la r  m ost d ea d ly  too l h e h as a t h is  d isp o sa l is  th e  
u tte r a n c e  o f a "Name," th e  "anti-T etragram m aton ,"  th e  
" to n g u e -th r u s t in g  Death." B ut a la s , th e  rea d er  n e v e r  
h ea rs  th is  name i t s e l f  —  ju s t  a s  h e n e v e r  s e e s  w hat 
C onrad’s  K urtz s e e s  in  th e  en d  —  nor h ea rs  th e  man­
n er  in  w h ich  Simon c h a n g e s  th e  la n g u a g e  he u t t e r s .  
Williams can  o n ly  s u g g e s t  th e  e f f e c t  in  g e n e r a l term s.
Williams is  p erh a p s  m ost e f f e c t iv e  in  a p p ly in g  
seem in g ly  c o n tr a d ic to r y  im agery  to  Sim on in  o rd er  to  
r e v e a l so m eth in g  e s s e n t ia l  a b o u t th e  e s s e n c e  o f  e v il . 
R ichard’s  e a r ly  im p ressio n  o f  Simon is  th a t o f  a  god  
(p . 104), y e t  Simon i s  a man. L ater, R ichard rem arks: 
"... Simon co n tr o l L ester?  Simon co u ld n ’t co n tro l a  rea l 
beetle"  (pp . 149-150). L e ste r , too , on  f i r s t  p e r c e iv in g  
Sim on, b e lie v e s  him to  be su p erh u m an . But sh e  soon  
r e a liz e s  h is  lim ita tion s. In J o n a th a n ’s  p a in t in g , Sim on  
is  a lte r n a te ly  g e n iu s  and  im b ecile , e v a n g e lic a l lea d er  
and b ee tle .
He p r o fe s s e s  love; he p r a c t ic e s  h a te . He h ea ls; he  
m u rd ers. He is  a lte r n a te ly  C lerk and  F a th er . He p ro ­
v id e s  s h e lte r  fo r  th e  n eed y ; he e x p lo its  them . He is  
a s c e t ic , y e t  h e lu s t s  fo r  pow er. He i s  e ith e r  m aterial 
or in s u b s ta n tia l. His p ow er i s  seem in g ly  aw esom e fo r  
som e, b u t for  o th e r s , he is  u t t e r ly  p o w e r le ss . In d eed , 
he is  m aster o f  th e  c e n tr a l fo r c e  w ith in  him, y e t  h e is  
s la v e  to  th a t fo rce .
U lt im a te ly , th e  im a g e  w h ic h  S im on c o n v e y s  
d e p e n d s  on  th e  p e r c e iv e r ’s  c h o ice  o f  p e r s p e c t iv e . The 
n a tu re , p r e se n c e , im age, and  p ow er o f  E vil d ep en d , 
a cco rd in g  to  Williams, on  th e  m ortal in d iv id u a l h e r se lf .  
E v ely n  and  L ester , w ho a s  m orta ls w ere  n o t d r a s t i­
c a lly  d is ta n t  in  c h a ra c ter , r e p r e s e n t  u n com prom ising  
p o la r itie s  in  th e  paranorm al w orld . T h eir  v ie w s  o f  
Sim on, and  th e ir  r e s p e c t iv e  s u s c e p t ib i l i ty ,  or in v u l­
n e r a b ility , to  h is  pow er d ep en d  on  th e ir  ow n c h o ic e s .  
Sim on’s  im age h a s su b s ta n tia l im pact on  th o se  in  th e  
w a k in g , liv in g , co rp o rea l w orld , a s  w ell. R ichard and  
Jon ath an , w ho a t f ir s t  a re  u n a b le  to  d eterm in e  th e  
n a tu re  o f  Sim on’s  pow er, e v e n tu a lly  se e  Simon th e  w ay  
L e ste r  s e e s  him —  a s  p o w e r le ss , b a se , and  co r r u p t.  
For Williams, th e r e  seem s to  be no m iddle g ro u n d  in  
ou r s t r u g g le  w ith  E vil. For each  c o n s c io u s n e s s ,  E vil 
w ill a t a  g iv e n  moment be e ith e r  o v e r p o w e r in g  or  
p o w e r le ss  — p o w e r le ss , i f  th e  p e r s p e c t iv e  is  u n d is ­
to r ted . At th e  moment in  w h ich  th e  o b je c t  o f tem p ta­
tio n  is  se e n  fo r  w hat it  is; a t th e  mom ent in  w h ich  th e  
tem p tation  w an es; th e  o b je c t  becom es r e p u ls iv e .
At le a s t , th is  p a r t o f  w hat Williams had to  sa y  is  
c lea r . I f  b y  th e  lim ita tion s o f la n g u a g e  he m ust fa il in  
tr y in g  d ir e c t ly  to  illu m in ate  h is  ex p e r ie n c e  o f  th e  
paranorm al w orld  and  th e  autonom ous a p p ea ra n ce  o f  
E vil, h e is  ab le  to  sa y  so m eth in g  a b o u t E v il’s  re la tio n  
to  th e  in d iv id u a l in  v e r y  d e fin ite  term s. For Williams, 
in  c o u n t le s s  s itu a tio n s  in  w h ich  w e g r a p p le  w ith  E v il’s  
tem p tation , w e w ill, fo r  ea ch  e n c o u n te r , e ith e r  v a n ­
q u ish  it , or be v a n q u ish e d  b y  it . T h ere  can  be no  
com prom ise.
